The great majority of children with recurrent abdominal pain do NOT have anything medically wrong with their stomach, intestines, etc. Many of these children are telling us their stomach hurts when they notice the normal, daily pains and pressures and changes that happen in their abdomen (belly, stomach): gas, hunger, need to empty the bladder, need to have a bowel movement, feeling full, and having something you ate or drank upset your stomach. Even very intelligent children do not understand their body the way we adults do and it is understandable that they might not be able to use other words (besides "my tummy hurts") to tell us what they are feeling.
Most children at this age are going through the very normal (and often frustrating) stage of greater independence. This stage leads to many children in this age group to "battle" with their parents through their words and actions. These battles are often referred to as "issues of control". The child is trying to demonstrate they have some control in their lives. Children quickly learn that many things they tell us get a reaction from us. One of those reaction-getters is telling your parents that your stomach hurts. Even nice, wonderful kids use this "my tummy hurts" phrase to avoid or get out of doing things they might not otherwise do: finish their dinner, eat their green beans, drink their milk, eat when they wanted to watch TV, go to bed, etc.
Many more serious conditions can cause abdominal pain. But each of these conditions will "declare itself" (let us know it is there) by having more serious signs and symptoms show up. The symptoms to watch for with recurrent abdominal pain are:
1. Unexplained fevers (temperatures at or above 101 degrees).
2. Persistent diarrhea (more than 3-4 bowel loose, watery bowel movements a day).
3. Persistent vomiting.
4. Unexplained blood in the bowel movements (an occasional, small amount on the outside of the bowel movement when the child has passed a large, formed stool is not unusual).
Weight loss.
If these serious signs or symptoms occur, we will need to see your child for an office visit and often for a discussion of what we will do (lab tests, x-rays, etc.) to find the cause of these signs and symptoms.
The abdominal pain can happen in certain ways that should make us feel reassured that it is not more serious. These include:
1. A brief bout (less than 20 minutes) of pain.
2. Pain that goes away after a short rest.
3. Pain that does not leave the child doubled over in pain.
4. Pain that only seems to happen when the child is trying to avoid something (bedtime, finishing their dinner, eating their vegetables).
5. Pain that does not keep the child from doing things they really enjoy. 6. Having the child point to the area around their belly button (umbilicus) when asked where it hurts (the vast majority of children with recurrent abdominal pain will point to their belly button if asked where it hurts).
Sometimes the abdominal pain falls into a particular pattern. Read the descriptions below. foods.
Pain associated with a sour Gastroesophageal Reflux An appointment with the doctor will help determine taste in the mouth, a burning Disease ('GERD'). if GERD is present. Treatment will be based on the feeling under the ribs and in frequency and severity (how often and how bad) of the the chest ('heartburn'), and the symptoms. Please see our Acid Reflux handout. (while sitting at the table, resting on the couch, on their bed). 4. Offer sympathy but do not over do it. If a young child senses they are getting a lot of positive attention for complaining about their tummy (no matter if it hurts or not), they are more likely to complain about it. 5. Sadly, medicines (over the counter or by prescription) are rarely of any help for abdominal pain (unless the child is constipated or having acid reflux). Avoid repeatedly offering any medicine for a stomachache in the toddler through grade school age group without first discussing it with our office. 6. Call us during regular office hours if you have further questions about ongoing recurrent abdominal pain.
If more serious signs or symptoms occur, call the office during regular office hours for an appointment.
Take your child directly to the Nationwide Children's Hospital Emergency Department if you child has:
